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side. These excursions naturally increased his popularity and gave rise to a number of anecdotes which have been preserved in popular tradition.
Harun's highly-strung nature revealed itself in other ways than in violent attacks of fury. He was very easily moved to tears. One evening, as he was walking along the banks of the Tigris, he burst into tears on hearing the plaintive song of the boatmen and it was a long time before he recovered. Immoderate both in hatred and in friendship, he was equally immoderate in his prodigality. One day, a story goes, he had received a gift of a beautiful slave-girl. In her honour the Caliph ordered a feast at which all the women singers in the palace took part. Together with the slaves they numbered two thousand. When his wife Zobayda heard of this she was angry and complained to Olayya the Caliph's half-sister. Olayya quickly made up a song, rehearsed it with Zobayda's slaves and at one o'clock in the afternoon Olayya and Zobayda, followed by their thousand slaves and dressed in their richest attire, came out into the garden and sang their song to the Caliph. The prince was so moved that he distributed amongst those present all the silver in his treasury. This was said to amount to six million dirhems. These fits of prodigality were not by any means rare.
The whitewashing of Harun by historians of the time, who praised him and ignored as far as possible his excesses, was due principally to his frequent pilgrimages to Mecca. These blinded his pious subjects to his faults. Each pilgrimage kept him away from Baghdad for several months. The conduct of the State was then left in the capable hands of his vizier Yashya the Barkemid who, with his sons Fadl and Djafar, governed from Harun's accession in 786 until 803. Djafar was for a long time a favourite of the Caliph and shared some of his popularity. He fell into disgrace, however, and was put to death in 803 when the Caliph returned from a journey to Mecca. His head was exposed on the central bridge in Baghdad and the two halves of his severed body on the other two bridges. His father and brother were both imprisoned and their possessions seized. The Barkemids were descended
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